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“Prufrock” at 100 
 
The American Legacy of “Prufrock” 
Anita Patterson, Boston University 
 
The Americanness of “Prufrock,” which we now tend to overlook, shaped the poem’s 
reception as revolutionary and helps to explain Eliot’s departure from the poetic conventions that 
were familiar to his readers. “Prufrock” was first published in the June 1915 issue of the 
Chicago-based Poetry, which had awarded prizes to Vachel Lindsay, Edgar Lee Masters, and 
Robert Frost, and in Pound’s Catholic Anthology (1915), which was reviewed by Edgar Jepson 
in a May 1918 issue of The English Review. Jepson emphasized the American origins of Eliot’s 
poem: “Western-born of Eastern stock, Mr. T. S. Eliot is United States of the United States; and 
his poetry is securely rooted in its native soil; it has a new poetic diction. . . . It is new in form, as 
all genuine poetry is new in form; it is musical with a new music, and that without any straining 
after newness. . . . Never has the shrinking of the modern spirit from life been expressed so 
exquisitely and with such truth.”1 
The new musical form praised by Jepson underscores Eliot’s adaptation of jazz-inflected 
popular song in “Prufrock,” resulting in a revolutionary new style more lasting and innovative 
than what Jepson called the “jingling verse” of Vachel Lindsay. David Chinitz has shown how 
Eliot’s vers libre and use of song rhythms in “Prufrock” were, as Eliot acknowledged, indebted 
to Laforgue, who taught him to “adapt his voice to the popular material around him,” and this 
influence was complemented by the “nearly suppressed yet indispensable influence of American 
jazz.”2 
And what about Edgar Lee Masters? Although Pound’s enthusiasm for “Lee Masterism” 
quickly abated, Eliot, examining Masters’s poems, may have been struck by uncanny similarities 
with his own writing. Indeed, in his October 1916 review of Masters’s Songs and Satires, Eliot 
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seems to have learned and clarified, through Masters’s negative example, something about his 
own lyric practice, even going so far as to write in the idiom of “Prufrock.”3 Consider Eliot’s 
opening distinction between “you” and “I,” a device that complicates his soliloquy by raising the 
question of whether Prufrock is speaking to himself or to someone else, in light of Eliot’s 
remark:  
It is clear that Mr. Masters needs to set himself one particular problem in order to bring 
his gifts into focus. This problem is not necessarily the epitaph. But he must have a 
personage, and this personage must be detached from himself in order to give his 
particular meditative irony its opportunity. . . . Mr. Masters sometimes fails in a situation 
. . . because he does not fix before you the contact and cross-contact of souls, the breath 
and scent of the room.4  
Five months later, in “Reflections on Vers Libre,” Eliot implicitly contrasted his own Prufrock 
and Other Observations (1917), with the Spoon River Anthology (1917) in this diagnosis of 
Masters’s shortcomings: “The Spoon River Anthology is not material of the first intensity; . . . its 
author is a moralist, not an observer.”5 The least we can say about these remarks is that they 
resonate with stylistic solutions Eliot himself arrived at in “Prufrock.” 
In 1959, Eliot complained that he had just as much a right to the title of New England 
poet as Frost, and this expressed interest in being regarded as American prompts us to ask 
whether there are American referents in the setting of “Prufrock.”6 According to Eliot, 
Baudelaire and Laforgue taught him the poetical possibilities of “the more sordid aspects of the 
modern metropolis,” and his urban imagery in “Prufrock” was that of “St. Louis, upon which that 
of Paris and London have been superimposed.”7 Hugh Kenner and Robert Crawford have found 
that the name “Prufrock” was taken from the Prufrock Furniture Company, a manufacturer of 
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parlor furniture in St. Louis, and we know Eliot himself once said the “yellow fog” came from 
his industrial homeland.8 This deceptively simple, new technique of using what Eliot called 
“composite landscapes,” resulting in an international and intercultural montage, arguably 
anticipated the “global turn” in modernist studies, opening a new comparative space for 
previously neglected or marginalized traditions. 
What, finally, is the legacy of Eliot’s poem in the last hundred years? I believe we have 
yet to understand its full revolutionary significance, insofar as we still have much to learn about 
its effect on poetry in the United States and throughout the Americas. Here are just two 
examples. First, in the same issue of Commerce where St.-John Perse’s translation of Eliot’s 
fragment, “We are the hollow men,” appeared (winter 1924), Perse published a lyric that he 
eventually titled “Chanson du Présomptif.” Perse’s syntactical repetition in the second strophe, 
the very center of his poem, recalls Eliot’s “Prufrock,” a striking echo insofar as, in contrast to 
Prufrock’s pained question (“And how should I presume”), Perse’s “Présomptif” speaks 
indirectly to women as a man of action and heir apparent, asking them to nourish grace, fragile 
as a thin thread of smoke, on the earth: 
J’honore les vivants, j’ai grâce parmi vous. 
Dites aux femmes qu’elles nourrissent, 
qu’elles nourrissent sur la terre ce filet mince de fumée . . . 
Et l’homme marche dans les songes et s’achemine vers la mer 
et la fumée s’élève au bout des promontoires.9 
Taken together, Perse’s syntactical hesitation, combined with the imagery of smoke rising and 
the figure of a man dreaming as he walks upon the beach, recall Prufrock’s isolation and spiritual 
dread. The allusion makes sense, given that these two New World poets—one from the United 
4	  
	  
States, the other from Guadeloupe—both contend for a place at the end of the Symbolist tradition 
as heirs who both completed and explained the experimental work of the preceding generation. 
Here is my second example. In 1933, the sixteen-year-old Chicago poet Gwendolyn 
Brooks wrote to James Weldon Johnson, asking him what he thought of her poems. He replied 
that she was gifted, and should read Eliot, in order to develop the highest standard of self-
critique. She did so, and was profoundly affected by “Prufrock” because, as D. H. Melhem has 
observed, “Eliot would improve us socially and spiritually. Brooks, no less concerned, probes 
social ills at their roots in poverty and discrimination.”10 Judith Saunders has examined the 
allusions to “Prufrock” that pervade Brooks’s “The Sundays of Satin-Legs Smith.” She lucidly 
explains how Brooks’s memorable portrait of Smith’s “desertedness, intricate fear, . . . / 
Postponed resentments and . . . prim precautions,” and the poem’s salient critique of racial 
inequality in America, are enhanced through close comparisons with Eliot’s “Prufrock.”11 In 
1959, Brooks wrote a review of Hugh Kenner’s The Invisible Poet for the Chicago Sun-Times. 
“You may ask,” she writes, “why another of these studies? Why another venture into the careful 
candors of Eliot-land? . . . The Invisible Poet discusses everything Eliotic, . . . and discloses 
influences that may surprise you.”12
 
Poetry (June 1915) 
Christopher Ricks, Editorial Institute, Boston University 
 
The cover of Poetry (June 1915) named eight contributors. Their names took markedly 
different forms. In order of appearance: Ajan Syrian, Arthur Davison Ficke, Bliss Carman, 
Dorothy Dudley, Georgia Wood Pangborn, William Griffith, Skipwith Cannéll, and T. S. Eliot.  
The last of these namings is more than distinctive, it is unique. 
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It is distinguished, first, from the five who muster two names. (Dorothy Dudley, we hear 
in the notes to contributors, might have featured—à la Mrs. Henry Wood—as Mrs. Henry B. 
Harvey.) It is distinguished, second, from the couple of contributors who sport three names: a 
man, whether married or not—Arthur Davison Ficke—and a married woman, Georgia Pangborn, 
née Wood. True, there are other unique forms of namery here: Ajan Syrian is not exactly his 
name (the notes on contributors have him as “Ajan Syrian” in inverted commas), and Skipwith 
Cannéll has an accent. But it is T. S. Eliot, upon his initial appearance in a literary world beyond 
that of school or college, who stands out. Stands there, complete.  
He went by many names. During 1915–16 he signed himself not only “T. S. Eliot” but 
“T. Stearns Eliot,” “Thomas S. Eliot,” and “Thomas Stearns Eliot.”  
Of the other names that figure on the cover, two come twice. The first is that of a woman: 
“Edited by Harriet Monroe,” “Copyright 1915 by Harriet Monroe.” The second is that of a man, 
a contributor not to this number of “A Magazine of Verse” but to the tragedy of the Great War: 
there is a sequence of five poems “To Rupert Brooke,” Died before the Dardanelles, April, 1915 
(shades of Jean Verdenal, “mort aux Dardanelles”). And there are three pages of elegiac ecstasy, 
“The Death of Rupert Brooke.”  
 The names of a few of the contributors are not on the cover. Of these, two who are 
commentators will append solely their initials to their contributions. By convention, these are at 
once more modest and more proud than names, since initials may represent either subordination 
or ordination. The pages on the death of Rupert Brooke, which are announced on the cover, will 
be initialed “H. M.,” with editorial authority, while those on Edgar Lee Masters’s Spoon River 
Anthology, which are not announced on the cover, will duly be initialed “A. C. H.,” combining 
authority, though less of it, with assistance, more of it: Alice Corbin Henderson, editorial 
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assistant. Relatedly, there will be (not specified on the cover) “H. M.” on Some Imagist Poets—
An Anthology, and (likewise) a triple review by “A. C. H.” on Antwerp by Ford Madox Hueffer 
(whose name is not yet Ford Madox Ford), Poems by John Rodker, and Sing-Songs of the War 
by Maurice Hewlett. So it turns out to be not only all the named contributors—with the notable 
exception of the last on the cover—who bear first names and surnames. This includes the author 
of “To Poetry: On Reading the April number in Exile,” which appears under “Correspondence”: 
Eunice Tietjens, a name that when paraded in the immediate neighborhood of Ford Madox Ford 
does make one wonder Who Goes There. (Christopher? Sylvia?) But she is Tietjens née 
Hammond.  
 Apart from T. S. Eliot, who stands apart, no one—whether writing here, or here written 
of—comes forward as initials-plus-surname. Granted, there are special cases. Named on the 
cover is a poet who is written of: “Hark to Sturge Moore.” And there are three appearances by a 
contributor whose name did not make the cover. To this Jack of Hearts (the only person on the 
scene missing), we shall return. 
The name T. S. Eliot then, and there on the cover, is signal. So, unforgettably, is the title 
of his poem, given the intriguing name that is its climax and its anti-climax: “The Love Song of 
J. Alfred Prufrock.” As with its author, albeit differently, no name in the vicinity takes any such 
form as this one. 
 The name Ajan Syrian may prompt a recollection. Eliot in 1959 opened with delectable 
dryness: “I once wrote a poem called The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock. I am convinced that it 
would never have been called Love Song but for a title of Kipling’s that stuck obstinately in my 
head, The Love Song of Har Dyal.”  
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 The title of Eliot’s poem prepares a face, and proceeds immediately to set it against the 
plangent propitiations of poesy, that easeful thing. Poetry (June 1915) mounted the supremely 
new—there in Eliot’s inaugurative concluding poem—alongside the good old assurances that 
poetry can be relied on to supply the poetical. This is clear from all the illuminating 
discrepancies between “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” and the company that it found 
itself keeping a century ago. 
Clear, and all the clearer if we expand the titles from their summary version on the cover 
to those they actually bear within the magazine. Not “I Sing of My Life,” but “I Sing of My Life 
While I Live It.” Here there arrives what both is and is not a coincidence: is, because there had 
been no particular editorial placing of Eliot’s poem in the vicinity of Ajan Syrian’s; is not, 
because some such sugared “I Sing” was sure to be somewhere there to please current taste, 
being the poeticality that “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” was up against.  
I sing of my life while I live it.  
Do you, now? I have measured out my life with coffee spoons. 
 A happy accident, the link that I have forged, happy to be a screen on which a pattern 
may be cast.  
Take the direct though specious appeal, not quite (as the cover has it) of “The Syrian 
Lover in Exile,” but of the poem fully titled, “The Syrian Lover in Exile Remembers Thee, Light 
of My Land.” Eliot was and was not remembering the light of his land, was and was not in exile. 
He registered his suspicions of the poetical register that goes in for remembering Thee—he was 
leaving behind his Harvard “Ode” (1910) at commencement, “For the hour that is left us Fair 
Harvard, with thee.” 
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He must have pored over the June 1915 number of Poetry, given what such publication 
had to mean to him; it was already four years since he had completed “The Love Song of J. 
Alfred Prufrock.” “Mr. T. S. Eliot is a young American poet resident in England, who has 
published nothing hitherto in this country.” The note on this contributor has its filaments to the 
immediately preceding note, that on “Ajan Syrian,” likewise making his “first appearance,” 
likewise someone who “has published nowhere else as yet,” one “who, born twenty-eight years 
ago on the Syrian desert, has studied at Columbia University, and is now the adopted son and 
employé of Mr. Gajor M. Berugjian, of Brooklyn.” (Eliot was in his twenty-eighth year.) Ajan 
Syrian’s third poem, “Alma Mater,” lacked its subtitle on the cover: “The Immigrant at 
Columbia.” Eliot’s Alma Mater had been Harvard; since then, he had been an immigrant, a Yank 
at Oxford.  
Conventionalities rule. “Lord of Morning.” “Noon.” “The Walk on the Moor.” “Morning 
on the Beach.” But turn enough pages and you will reach the unsentimental placing of all such 
sentiments, there for instance in Eliot’s bizarre sequence “I have known the evenings, mornings, 
afternoons,” or in a man’s recourse to fashion in the interests of at once eluding and embracing 
passion:  
I shall wear white flannel trousers, and walk upon the beach.  
I have heard the mermaids singing, each to each. 
 Ah, singing, repeatedly summoned in the titles that are on Poetry’s cover but very seldom 
attuned to the kinds of singing that might be desperately needed in order to keep courage up or 
fear down. Rather, the usual throb. “I Sing of My Life.” “Little Songs of the Forest,” the titles 
under this head then including the usual insufficiently suspect properties, “Spring Song” and 
“Autumn Song.” And “Songs of Hunger” (Skipwith Cannéll), which although they do possess 
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something more than the usual toothlessness, remain—the distinction is one that Eliot would 
often make—sketches or notes for poems rather than poems. Among the books reviewed is Sing-
Songs of the War, which could find no way to realize imaginatively the incongruity within its 
undisconcerted title; set this against the fertile crosscurrents in the title “The Love Song of J. 
Alfred Prufrock,” a warrant of authentic resistance to the sing-songs of the peace that are so 
much less than the disturbance of the peace that is art, the truly new.  
 It may be that Eliot’s fellow contributors were not moved exactly to fellow feeling by his 
work alongside theirs, but one of them, at least, rose to the challenge that his art presented to 
theirs. Six months later, Arthur Davison Ficke was to write roundly and squarely in defense of 
Eliot’s allusion in “Cousin Nancy” to a line of George Meredith’s “The army of unalterable 
law.” “Plagiarism is the corrupt attempt to pass off as one’s own the work of another writer; 
there is no possible relation between it and Mr. Eliot’s employment of a great and world-famous 
phrase in a position where the reader’s recognition of it as a quotation is precisely the effect 
aimed at.” 
 These contributors were presumably enjoying, or perhaps not exactly enjoying, their first 
acquaintance with “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock.” But the editors, H. M. and A. C. H., 
were in a different position, and their contributions to the number may have been tinged with an 
anxious sense of Eliot’s nearby poem and its provocations, its silent but telling disrespect for 
what Poetry mostly had to offer, at any rate in this particular number. But even if there is no such 
tingeing and we are imagining things, the collocation of their words with those of Eliot’s poem 
may be illuminating, as coincidences can well be. 
H. M., of Rupert Brooke: 
That he died of sunstroke is perhaps the more symbolic. 
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J. Alfred Prufrock:  
  I shall wear white flannel trousers, and walk upon the beach. 
   ---------- 
Fortinbras: 
    Let four captains  
Bear Hamlet like a soldier to the stage, 
For he was likely, had he been put on,  
To have proved most royally.  
H. M.: 
And so on his fair young brow let us place the ancient laurel, and bear him, “like a 
soldier,” to his tomb. 
J. Alfred Prufrock: 
No! I am not Prince Hamlet, nor was meant to be.  
Or there is A. C. H., establishing for herself a contrast between an American poet and 
some unnamed Europeans:  
I can not help but feel relieved by the general sense of tragedy that pervades Mr. 
Masters’ book. There is nothing unhealthy or morbid or hopeless about it as there often 
is about that of European writers. It is simply the sense of the tragedy of broken and 
wasted lives—of unnecessarily wasted lives. 
Aware as she has to have been of “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” and its appearing 
earlier in the number, did A. C. H. think, or half-think, of Eliot as among the Americans or the 
Europeans? “Mr. T. S. Eliot is a young American poet resident in England, who has published 
nothing hitherto in this country.” He never published “Opera” (1909) and A. C. H. could not 
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have known of it, but it makes clear—as does the poem that she did already know, “The Love 
Song of J. Alfred Prufrock”— that Eliot was vigilantly skeptical of “the general sense of 
tragedy.”  
We have the tragic? oh no! 
Life departs with a feeble smile 
Into the indifferent. 
 “There is nothing unhealthy or morbid or hopeless about it as there often is about that of 
European writers”: Eliot would have found something to agree with there, but he would not have 
been as confident that “hopeless” quite fitted “unhealthy” and “morbid.”  
Time to turn back and descend the stair 
Should I, after tea and cakes and ices,  
Have the strength to force the moment to its crisis? 
 A. C. H. opened her round-up review:  
When the inteligencia of London are hit with a new fashion in art, they are hit hard. They 
live with it—they think it, dress it, eat it; one may almost imagine the Nude Descending 
the Stair in ice-cream.  
There remains the multiple contributor, unnamed on the cover, for whom a relation to 
“The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” is not a matter of coincidence at all: Ezra Pound.  
 He makes three contributions, very different and entirely characteristic. Two of them 
have no particular application to Eliot’s poem. One takes the form of “A Rejoinder”: “I am 
boring my little hole in the adamantine stupidity of England, America, New Zealand and a few 
places elsewhere. I even enjoy the job.” The other is an endearing effrontery: “Mr. Pound has 
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just discovered a misprint in his second Renaissance article in the March number. Page 284, line 
10, most dependent should read least dependent.” 
Publication of “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” had proved to be not mostly but 
entirely dependent upon Pound. Only Pound’s pertinacity made Harriet Monroe yield.  
Pound to Monroe, October 1914: “Here is the Eliot poem. The most interesting 
contribution I’ve yet had from an American. Yrs E.P. Hope you will get it in soon.”  
 
January 31, 1915: “Now as to Eliot: ‘Mr. Prufrock’ does not ‘go off at the end.’”  
 
April 10, 1915: “Do get on with that Eliot.” 
 
December 1, 1915: “As to TSE the Prufrock IS more individual and unusual than the 
Portrait of a Lady. I chose it of the two as I wanted his first poem to be published to be a 
poem that would at once differentiate him from everyone else, in the public mind.” 
 
Subsequently, Eliot to John Quinn, March 4, 1918: “Personally, I cannot forget the length 
of time that elapsed before Pound succeeded in persuading Miss Monroe to print 
Prufrock for me.” 
Was there a further way in which Pound could be of service to the poem? I believe that 
his “Hark to Sturge Moore” is alive with and to the greatness of “The Love Song of J. Alfred 
Prufrock.” Whether or not Pound was conscious of it, his appreciation of Sturge Moore 
constituted an intimation of Eliot’s, not Sturge Moore’s, immortality. Pound chose to begin the 
final paragraph of his review essay with the adjuration “Let us then close” (in play with an 
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opening that said “Let us go then”?), and he chose to end with lines that could not but invite 
comparison: 
Pound: 
Row till the sea-nymphs rise 
To ask you why 
Rowing you tarry not 
To hear them sigh. 
 
Eliot: 
I have heard the mermaids singing, each to each. 
I do not think that they will sing to me. 
We have lingered in the chambers of the sea 
By sea-girls wreathed with seaweed red and brown 
Till human voices wake us, and we drown.  
Pound had begun by saying that this wasn’t actually going to be a review.  
Mr. Sturge Moore’s last book, a triologue between three nice men in tweed suits 
concerning the nature of style and the beautiful, is, so far as I am concerned, a mere 
annoyance, and I will therefore refrain from reviewing it. (Hark to These Three, by T. 
Sturge Moore —Elkin Mathews.) 
The name T. Sturge Moore has a smack of J. Alfred Prufrock about it, and those nice men in 
tweed suits might be played against not only “men in shirt-sleeves” but the sartor resartus 
himself: 
My morning coat, my collar mounting firmly to the chin, 
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My necktie rich and modest, but asserted by a simple pin— 
I shall wear the bottoms of my trousers rolled 
I shall wear white flannel trousers, and walk upon the beach. 
Sturge Moore’s men were talking about the usual aestheticisms, the nature of style and the 
beautiful; Prufrock, and those whom he imagines, are not, although the poem itself is a 
masterpiece of style and of the beautiful.  
 There is a cumulative plausibility about such moments in Pound’s piece as might reflect 
handsomely on nearby Eliot’s poem. Juxtapositions may be the economical way of trying to 
show so.  
Pound:  
discovering each week a “new Shelley” or a “new Keats” or a “new Whistler.” (I even 
remember one lady who said her husband was known as “the American Whistler.”)  
Eliot: 
In the room the women come and go 
Talking of Michelangelo 
 
Pound:  
I have been reasonably meticulous 
Eliot: 
Politic, cautious, and meticulous  
 
Pound: 
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The essential thing in a poet is that he build us his world. It may be Prospero’s island, it 
may be the tavern with Falstaff, or the stripped world of Candide, or Florence which has 
spread its futile reputation into the nether reaches of hell. 
Prospero’s island would have to wait for The Waste Land, but Falstaff is already built into the 
world of Eliot’s poem: 
I grow old . . . I grow old 
Shakespeare: 
and one of them is fat, and grows old (I Henry IV) 
I am old, I am old (II Henry IV) 
 
And Florence and hell are there in the epigraph from the Inferno that is borne by “The Love 
Song of J. Alfred Prufrock.” This, with “futile” having for Pound an apposite reach. To Monroe, 
January 31, 1915: “a portrait satire on futility can’t end by turning that quintessence of futility 
Mr P. into a reformed character breathing out fire and ozone.” Hellfire is something else.  
Many of Pound’s observations here as to Sturge Moore may be, more deeply, 
observations as to Eliot. “Good poets are too few and the exacerbations of life are too many.” 
“The charm of first books” (of any first publication, such as this very one of Eliot’s?) is that “the 
young are for the most part without an audience; they write for their own ears, they are not 
spoiled by knowing there will be an audience.” Pound’s eloquence as to cadence is brimming 
over with Eliot’s poem no less than with Sturge Moore. “Sturge Moore is more master of 
cadence than any of his English contemporaries.” (But not than a certain young American?) 
Compared with Yeats, Sturge Moore “has the greater variety of cadences,” and excels Yeats “in 
varying and fitting the cadence to its subject emotion.” One caveat, though, which would not 
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have been needed à propos of Eliot: “He has not escaped rhythmic monotony in these seven 
lines.” 
“Hark to Sturge Moore.” Hark to These Three. Hark, last and most, to “The Love Song of 
J. Alfred Prufrock,” a poem that was sticking obstinately and fecundly in Pound’s head.  
The end of all Eliot’s exploring was a return to his beginnings. Poetry (June 1915) was 
with his art to the very end:  
Eyes that have too much seen, too much confessed 
(“The Syrian Lover in Exile Remembers Thee, Light of My Land”)  
 
And I pray that I may forget 
These matters that with myself I too much discuss  
Too much explain  
(Ash-Wednesday) 
 
In flame and anguish; proving how we lie 
Who dreamed a nobler banner now unfurled 
Over mankind—while bitter smoke-wreaths curled 
Up from the Moloch-lips we had denied! 
    But you not as this age’s sacrifice 
Should have gone down . . .   
(“To Rupert Brooke,” II) 
 
Water and fire deride   
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The sacrifice that we denied. 
Water and fire shall rot 
The marred foundations we forgot  
(Little Gidding) 
Eliot, whose family crest was the Elephant, never forgot. 
 
The Stale Dregs of Revolt 
Frances Dickey, University of Missouri 
 
Shortly after receiving the June 1915 issue of Poetry magazine, Louis Untermeyer wrote 
to Harriet Monroe, in a letter she did not publish, to complain about Eliot’s poem:   
I confess that his “Love Song” is the first piece of the English language that utterly 
stumped me. As a post-impression, the effect was that of the Muse in a psychopathic 
ward—drinking the stale dregs of revolt.1 
 
The first piece of criticism to arrive from readers of “Prufrock” already registered the cognitive 
dissonance that persists in our assessments of this poem, one hundred years out. It is part of the 
lore of modernism that it “stumped” its readers, that seeing it caused Pound to exclaim, “Eliot 
has actually trained himself AND modernized himself ON HIS OWN.”2 Our understanding of 
“Prufrock” as a literary revolt continues, for example, in Christopher Ricks’s contribution to this 
forum marking the poem’s centenary. Examining the contents of the June 1915 issue of Poetry, 
Ricks points out the many ways that Eliot’s poem diverged from the other contributions. 
Untermeyer’s phrase “muse in the psychopathic ward” implies that a kind of divine or demonic 
creative frenzy must have been necessary to produce a work so far from the beaten path. Indeed 
the theme of strangeness and altered consciousness (as in Arthur Waugh’s account of Eliot as a 
“drunken slave” displayed up as a warning to society) runs through the contemporary reviews.3  
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Yet Eliot’s poem is not simply a “revolt” for Untermeyer; it is the “stale dregs” thereof, a 
“post impression.” William Carlos Williams famously called it “rehash and repetition,” 
complaining: “Eliot is a subtle conformist. . . . [“Prufrock”] is the latest touch from the literary 
cuisine, it adds to the pleasant outlook from the club window. If to do this, if to be a Whistler at 
best, in the art of poetry, is to reach the height of poetic expression, then Ezra and Eliot have 
approached it and tant pis for the rest of us.”4 Marianne Moore also compares Prufrock and 
Other Observations to Whistler’s studies, and Babette Deutsch titled her review “Another 
Impressionist.”5 A decade after Whistler’s death and in the aftermath of the First Post-
Impressionist Exhibition of 1910 and the Armory Show of 1913, Impressionism was hardly 
avant-garde. Moore and Williams discerned something familiar in Eliot’s poem. To us, 
“Prufrock” has been familiar for so long that it’s hard to imagine a time when it wasn’t; and 
perhaps it never was as unfamiliar as we think it was. 
One hundred years of patient exegesis have shown that the poem derives much of its 
power, and its “stale dregs” quality, from subtle and pervasive literary allusions. Despite the 
respectable presence of Shakespeare, Donne, and Milton, the vast majority of Eliot’s sources are 
Victorian and 1890s-ish: Tennyson, Pater, Gilbert and Sullivan, Henley, Swinburne, Wilde, 
Symons, Kipling, and James Thomson, as well as a French contingent of the same era including 
Laforgue, Bergson, and Charles-Louis Philippe, author of Bubu de Montparnasse.6 Much of 
what we now find revolutionary, such as the opening reference to anesthesia, turns out to be 
lifted from these folks. William Henley’s 1875 lyric sequence “In Hospital” offers much the 
same scene as Eliot’s “patient etherised upon a table”: 
Behold me waiting—waiting for the knife. 
A little while, and at a leap I storm 
The thick, sweet mystery of chloroform, 
The drunken dark, the little death-in-life. . . . 
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You are carried in a basket, 
Like a carcase from the shambles, 
To the theatre, a cockpit 
Where they stretch you on a table.7  
To this Eliot adds Bergson’s claim that consciousness and time are “spread out” in space, thus 
arriving at his surprising analogy between a surgical patient and “the evening . . . spread out 
against the sky.”8 Williams rightly recognizes Eliot’s genius as a form of cookery: “Upon the 
Jepson filet Eliot balances his mushroom. It is the latest touch from the literary cuisine.” Eliot’s 
contemporaries recognized a potent brew in the poem’s combination of familiar ingredients 
(May Sinclair wrote, “Mr. Eliot is dangerous”).9 For us, of course, Eliot’s ingredients have 
become unfamiliar, while his concoction runs in our veins and is inseparable from our language. 
Even as Eliot’s lines have lost some (but not all of) their strangeness to us through frequent 
repetition, a belief in their revolutionary newness sustains their appeal.  
 Nowhere is the truth of Untermeyer’s criticism more visible today than in the popularity 
of one particular line from “Prufrock”: “I have measured out my life with coffee spoons.” Wall 
art, coffee mugs, T-shirts, pillows, jewelry, advertisements, and yes, tattoos proclaim Prufrock’s 
disheartened assessment of his life. As the mantra of a coffee-addicted nation, this line somehow 
promises to dignify our caffeine habit with a degree of self-consciousness and elevate it by 
association with our greatest modern poet. We are willing to be the stale dregs of Eliot’s revolt. 
When “I have measured out my life with coffee spoons” is ready to become an advertising 
slogan, hasn’t it lost its power to repel us from the tedium of our own lives? What person tattoos 
this line on her back thinking she is announcing her life as a series of meaningless trivialities? 
One might view the modest industry that has grown up out of this line as the victory of caffeine 
and capitalism over poetry’s disorienting power to make us see ourselves in a new light. Yet 
perhaps the success of the line actually testifies to Eliot’s canny positioning of his poem on the 
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border of familiarity and strangeness. His mermaid song continues to enchant and lull us into 
forgetfulness. 
Prufrock, Belated 
Anthony Cuda, University of North Carolina, Greensboro 
 
 “Prufrock” is justly celebrated as a revolutionary poem. But as I was rereading John 
Berryman’s claim—in “Prufrock’s Dilemma” (1960)—that modern poetry begins with its 
famously jarring third line, I found myself wondering: What about the first couplet? Did the 
revolution in modern poetry arrive two lines late?2 Though it was mostly facetious, this question 
did get me thinking about the surprising number of ways in which “Prufrock” is, in fact, a late 
poem—in terms of antecedents, biography, and publication—as well as a poem that is obsessed 
with lateness.  
First, there is the question of antecedents: “Prufrock” is a revolutionary modernist poem, 
but it is also uncontestably a late decadent poem, filled with the themes, mood, and imagery of 
fin de siècle works by W. E. Henley, Swinburne, Wilde, Davidson, Symons, and others. And of 
course, a defining feature of decadence is its intensely self-conscious lateness.  
Then, there is the question of publication. Pound was famously relieved in 1914 at 
finding Eliot so far ahead of his contemporaries, but his evidence for this estimation was a poem 
that had been written four years before. It’s worth noting that Pound had just barely ceased to 
compose his own (self-described) “stale cream-puffs” in the Pre-Raphaelite manner.3 Harriet 
Monroe wasn’t exactly struck blind by the manuscript’s novelty either; she received it in October 
1914 but didn’t publish it until June of the following year, and even then with reluctance in 
several regards. Eliot himself sensed the poem’s lateness. He believed that it was his swan song; 
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he feared that he was already late in his own career and would never compose anything to match 
it.4 By 1915, his imagination was closer to F. H. Bradley than to J. Alfred Prufrock, and there is 
much in Eliot’s graduate work on Bradley’s philosophy to suggest that “lateness” is not 
accidental but rather an essential part of being conscious. We encounter everything, Bradley 
suggests, in the non-relational state of immediate experience, which necessarily breaks up into 
relations and points of view; it’s part of the nature of consciousness, in Bradley’s sense, to be 
late, to have missed the moment.5 And most of our lives are spent in the attempt to recapture that 
moment in a later state of transcendent unity. Eliot’s work on Bradley postdates “Prufrock,” of 
course, but it informs how he regarded the poem when it was published.  
Frankly, most of these observations are simply a prelude to a way of reading “Prufrock” 
that regards lateness as one of its most urgent and pervasive concerns. Much in the poem insists 
upon being early, clinging desperately to the time remaining, in which decisions and revisions 
can be reversed. But a stubborn irony undercuts this possibility at every step; Eliot deliberately 
refuses to imagine a present tense to which one has not arrived late. The poem begins late in the 
day: the patient has already been etherized, and the streets are already half-deserted. The 
conversations about Michelangelo have already begun. Prufrock’s first imperative seems full of 
possibility, as if it were early in the journey and there were plenty of time to navigate and avoid 
failure. But the poem is always late to its own departures, and even to its own failures.  
For instance, Prufrock does not imagine himself ascending the stair toward his beloved, 
only descending it after his determination has faltered: “there will be time . . . Time to turn back 
and descend the stair.”. He does not imagine what he has said or done before being fixed and 
formulated, what earlier actions precipitated this fate: “When I am pinned and wriggling on the 
wall, / Then how should I begin / To spit out all the butt-ends of my days and ways?” He is late 
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to his own entomological crucifixion. By the time he even begins his explanation, he will have 
missed (what he calls in “Portrait”) the pleasurable “tobacco trance” of his days; only the butt-
ends will remain. Similarly Laforgue’s speaker in “La cigarette” daydreams about choirs of 
mosquitos and celestial elephants, only to wake and find that the smoldering butt-end of his 
cigarette has burned his thumb. Prufrock is late, as well, to his own biblical beheading: “I have 
seen my head . . . brought in upon a platter.” This means that he enjoys none of the prophetic 
wildness of the Baptist, nor the lure and eroticism of Salomé (via Wilde), nor even the 
decapitation itself—only the macabre presentation of the severed head upon a platter. As for the 
potential pleasure he might have derived from that martyr’s tableau, the lateness of his balding 
head robs him of even that.  
For much of Eliot’s career, his imagination is wholly given over to what happens after, to 
the consequences of an action against which he could not have defended, because he was not 
even present. As early as 1909, in “Opera,” he writes, “I feel like the ghost of youth / At the 
undertakers’ ball.” In “Eeldrop and Appleplex” (1917), he imagines the man in Gopsum Street 
who has murdered his mistress: “for the brief space he has to live, he is already dead. He is 
already in a different world from ours. . . . something is done which cannot be undone.”6 The 
same nightmare scenario is later reenacted in Sweeney Agonistes, of course, and in The Family 
Reunion. The present tense of the murder itself is never imagined or dramatized; only the 
aftermath is important. When Eliot was older, he formulated the predicament again, in terms 
slightly less haunting in “The Dry Salvages”:  
We had the experience but missed the meaning,  
And approach to the meaning restores the experience  
In a different form. 
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Some scholars have made a case for the underestimated importance of “late modernism” 
and the writers of the thirties and forties, focusing particularly upon the consciousness (in Auden 
and others) of decline and belatedness. And others have demonstrated just how firmly the 
characteristically decadent themes of lateness, decay, and decline were embedded in modernist 
consciousness.  
What “Prufrock” implies is that modernism was already “late” by 1910–11, that 
“lateness” may be a characteristic of modernism just as definitive as “experiment” or “avant-
garde.” I recall, for instance, Virginia Woolf’s refrain in Mrs. Dalloway (1925), which appears 
early in the novel and in the final paragraphs: “it was over.” Or Thomas Mann’s protagonist in 
Death in Venice (1912), who lingers in the cholera-infected city until it is too late, and whose 
physical illness is merely a belated sign of his internal corruption. Gustav von Aschenbach 
arrives late to his own moral death. Or the sixty-seven-year-old W. B. Yeats himself, who 
reflects upon the parallel between his earliest book and his most recent one: “My first 
denunciation of old age I made . . . before I was twenty and the same denunciation comes on the 
last pages of the book.”7 And I would be remiss to conclude without mentioning the Mystery 
Cat, the Napoleon of Crime, who keeps the baffled Scotland Yard and the despairing Flying 
Squad in a state of permanent belatedness: “You may seek him in the basement, you may look up 
in the air— / But I tell you once and once again, Macavity’s not there”!8
 
Eliot’s Allusive Legacy and Obscurity in “Prufrock” 
Ronald Schuchard, Emory University 
 
To me, the “revolution” and legacy of “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” lies in its 
unique use of the allusive method and the relative obscurity that purposefully accompanies them. 
It is the method that accompanies Eliot’s theory of impersonality, a distancing and masking 
24	  
	  
technique that begins in 1911 when the twenty-two-year-old poet projected himself into a 
persona nearly twice his age for his dramatic monologue. When he was later asked whether 
Prufrock represented the modern age or if he was a character from The Waste Land, Eliot replied, 
“It was partly a dramatic creation of a man of about 40 I should say, and partly an expression of 
feeling of my own through this dim imaginary figure.”1 That distancing of the personal voice or 
“expression of feeling” continues into “Gerontion,” an older persona than Prufrock, and into the 
despondent narrator of allusive voices in The Waste Land, where the allusions are more plentiful, 
disconnected, and intentionally obscure, leading many readers to discern no personal voice and 
to read the poems as impersonal reflections on the modern age, its disillusioned sensibility, 
spiritual bankruptcy, and so on. But each allusion is selected not only for economy of poetic 
expression; each has some personal association and context for the poet who embeds something 
of his personal voice within; it is muted, but it is discernible to the scrutinizing reader through 
the pattern of allusions in the poem. Eliot said in various ways that the personal power of a poem 
can be felt before it is understood: I know that when I first encountered “Prufrock” as a 
sophomore it struck in me a previously unheard chord or unknown substrata of my immature 
being, and I have been trying to understand the poem and its effect ever since. Though Eliot 
upheld an impersonal theory for the poet in the creative process, as a critic, he was, ironically, 
always in search of the ways in which a poet’s sensibility or vision of reality are evident in the 
allusive texture of the poem. Though there may be some concern with “the modern age” in 
“Prufrock,” “Gerontion,” and The Waste Land, I believe that they are deeply personal poems, 
deeply obscured. We have let the policing principles of the New Criticism keep us from such 
perceptions too long. 
25	  
	  
 When Eliot returned to America as Norton Professor at Harvard for the 1932–33 
academic year, he gave numerous readings and lectures at American colleges and universities; 
inevitably, the great poet whom no one understood was always asked about the difficult allusions 
and consequent obscurity of his poetry. When asked about his use of unquoted allusions, he 
replied: “It is always unwise to claim originality,” prompting observers to conclude that 
“[a]ccusations of plagiarism seem to [Eliot] ridiculous, since often the whole meaning of a part 
of his poem hinges on the context of a passage from which he has borrowed phrases or lines.” 
And in much modern poetry, including his own, he said, “obscurity is largely due, deliberately or 
not, to the suppression of one or more elements in order to emphasize the more essential poetical 
elements.”2 “All ‘obscure’ poets such as those of today isolate some element.”3 One of his 
clearest expressions about poetic obscurity appeared in his introduction to his translation of 
Saint-John Perse’s poem, Anabasis (1930): 
  any obscurity . . . on first readings, is due to the suppression of “links in the chain” of 
explanatory and connecting matter, and not to incoherence, or to the love of cryptogram. . 
. . The reader has to allow the images to fall into his memory successively without 
questioning the reasonableness of each at the moment; so that, at the end, a total effect is 
produced. . . . Such a selection of images and ideas [and allusions] has nothing chaotic 
about it. There is a logic of the imagination as well as a logic of concepts. . . . And if . . . 
such an arrangement of imagery requires just as much “fundamental brain-work” as the 
arrangement of an argument, it is to be expected that the reader of [a modern] poem 
should take at least as much trouble as a [lawyer] reading an important decision on a 
complicated case.4 
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 So how do we bring all this back to “Prufrock” to ask: What pressing dilemma has the 
young poet created for his disturbed if not despairing persona, a man caught up in a self-
argument tediously rehearsed, paralyzed with indecisiveness, consumed by his consciousness of 
aging, abandoned by sensual desire, depressed at finding the “butt-ends” of his days and ways 
meaningless, all self-esteem gone, terrified by horrific visions of his eventual demise? What is at 
stake? Surely more than the psychological angst of a Polonius or a Mr. Milquetoast of the 
modern age caught up in a midlife crisis fueled by sexual anxieties. What is the pressing, twice-
repeated “overwhelming question”? Some of the allusions in the drafts and final poem are 
permanently personal, so much so that they move through the poems from “Prufrock” to The 
Waste Land and beyond: those to Dante, Nerval’s “El Desdichado,” the Pervigilium Veneris, and 
of course the Hamlet and the biblical allusions to John the Baptist and Lazarus, the contexts of 
which must be examined at least as closely as would a lawyer. But the allusion that my 
interpretation hinges on is that to Lazarus—not the Lazarus of John 11, as most anthology editors 
err in noting, but Luke 16, the parable of Dives, the rich man, and the beggar, Lazarus, who in 
death is lifted into Abraham’s bosom, while Dives, in hell, cries out to Abraham for mercy and to 
send Lazarus to cool his tongue, “for I am tormented in this flame.” Abraham answers with the 
impassability of the “great gulf fixed” between them, leaving Dives to beg of Abraham that he 
send Lazarus to his five brothers, “that he may testify” of the gulf, “lest they also come into this 
place of torment.” That reality of that terrible gulf and the surrender of will required to cross it is 
at the center of all Eliot’s work: “Come back to tell you all, I shall tell you all.” In my view, 
young Eliot projected his own overwhelming question into the mind of a persona in the gradual 
grip of spiritual fear, desolation, terror, looking into the abyss: to be or not to be, to cross or not 
to cross the gulf (“the awful daring of a moment’s surrender” in The Waste Land), the 
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overwhelming question answered in subsequent poems and prose: “la sua voluntate è nostra 
pace” (“In His will is our peace”), “Shantih shantih shantih” (“The Peace which passeth 
understanding”). 
  Let me close by saying that the new editions of Eliot’s poems, prose, and letters will do 
much to indicate his early spiritual development, including a letter of September 12, 1935 from 
his brother, Henry, who found the set of the 1909–10 Temple editions of the Divine Comedy that 
Eliot had in college and copied out for him all his markings and underlinings. Among the most 
revealing of Eliot’s annotations, for Henry, was the underscore of “la sua volontate è nostra 
pace,” further marked in the margins on both sides. Henry noted several passages that had 
persuaded him, at least, that belief and not just poetry had moved his brother as far back as 
“Prufrock.”  
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